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This paper reports on the outcome of an inquiry into the learner diversity and the delivery of a 
second year marketing subject in an Australian university. Using Biggs’s revised SPQ2F 
instrument (Biggs, 2003), it analyses the learning approaches of students and the opportunities 
for developing teaching strategies for better learning outcomes. The results suggest that 
overall students seem to adopt deep learning than surface learning though they differ in terms 
of the learning contexts. Moreover, no significant differences among students in regard to the 





Understanding customer needs is basic to marketing theory. Similarly understanding the 
needs of the learner remains critical in teaching and learning and particularly in the design or 
delivery of a subject matter. There is a large body of literature in relation to how students 
learn and are taught and the impact of social, cultural and past educational background on 
their own learning. According to learning theories individual learning differs in view of the 
different ways of processing information. This has prompted the educators and researchers to 
identify different learning styles or approaches which are useful in understanding the learning 
needs of students.  
 
In the context of higher education different learning styles or approaches together with other 
student characteristics have challenged universities and teachers all over the world in terms of 
developing strategies to cope with the student diversity and to ensure effective learning 
outcomes for students. Increasing internationalisation of higher education with large numbers 
of international students from different backgrounds entering universities has made the task 
more demanding given the diverse and changing demands of these students. Another addition 
to the challenge is the ongoing reforms of higher education and this has been clearly evident 
in the case of Australian higher education system particularly during the past two decades 
(Pick, 2005). This paper reports on the outcome of an inquiry into the learner diversity and the 
delivery of a second year marketing subject in an Australian university. With the use of 
Biggs’s revised SPQ2F instrument (Biggs, 2003), it analyses the learning approaches of 
students and the opportunities for developing teaching strategies for better learning outcomes. 
Following a literature review, the paper will cover the nature and the process of the 
investigation and an appraisal of its findings before outlining the implications and future 





The diversity of the student population exposes universities to different learning styles or 
study approaches. They are important because of the insights they provide as to how students 
perceive and learn, taking into consideration their cultural and individual differences (Keefe, 
1979). A number of different learning conceptions of learning styles or approaches have been 
  
identified in the literature each with some plausibility (Mc Keachie, 1995). Pederson and Hill 
(2000) have presented a broad classification into four groups – Preference for sensory 
modality, left brain and right brain dominance, information processing styles and personal 
styles based on the works of Rose (1985), Herman, (1990), Kolb (1984) and Lawrence (1994) 
respectively. The concept of the level of processing appears to have been popular in 
classifying learner differences.  For example, in the original works of Marton and Saljo 
(1976) identified “two levels of processing” of the material to be learned, namely under-
surface- and deep-level learning. Kolb (1976; 1984) followed by classifying students into four 
groups of learners - divergers, convergers, assimilators and accommodators. Subsequently, 
Honey and Mumford (1982) also identified four groups of learners - activists, reflectors, 
theorists and pragmatists. Vermunt (1996, 1998) suggested that learning styles are also related 
to culture and social environment, suggesting that program structure or curriculum design 
may not be able to be global in nature.  According to Mc Keachie (1995), an effective teacher 
needs to have an “armamentarium” of teaching methods and learning activities to be used as 
and when required. He warned, however, learning styles should not be considered as fixed as 
they change depending on the environment and tasks and as students learn in ways that do not 
fit their styles.  
 
The above was supported by the work of Biggs (1987a, 1987b, 1999 and 2003) and Biggs et 
al (2001), whereby the importance of the learner’s background, the context and environment 
was conceptualised with his SPQ3P model of learning which emphasises the 
interrelationships and interactions between three phases – presage, process and product 
factors of learning.  Presage relates to student experiences before learning takes place, 
process accounts for strategies while learning is taking place and product focuses on 
outcomes after learning has taken place. Three broad learning approaches (deep, surface and 
achieving) with two other subscales – motivation and strategy were conceptualised in this 
model. However, in 2001, the model was revised to include only two learning approaches – 
Surface and Deep with two subscales motivation and strategy. Ramsden (2003) clarifies deep 
approach as students’ intention to understand and relating previous knowledge to new 
knowledge while maintaining structure of tasks while surface approach is identified as an 
intention only to complete task requirements with less focus on maintaining structure and 
memorising information than understanding of the material to suit a task in the short term. 
Research has proved that students are capable of both deep and surface approaches and it 
should be viewed in the relational point of view. Therefore the intention to adopt a surface 
(reproduce information) or a deep approach (seek meaning) is seen as a consequence of how 
students interpreted the context of learning i.e. the learning approach adopted by a student can 
vary with demands of the tasks.  Nonetheless, there is consensus among educational 
researchers that deep approach to learning leads to better outcomes and it should be the focus 





The objective of the study is to investigate the study approaches of students enrolled in a 2nd 
year marketing unit. Biggs’s revised 20 item - two factor model (SPQ2F) with two major 
scales – deep and surface and two subscales – motive and strategy was used to examine the 
study approaches. The specific objectives are: 
1. Analyse current approaches to learning of the students attending the tutorial 
 classes (which are also used as a learning context/environment);  
2. Identify opportunities for enhancing quality of student learning 
 
  
The undergraduate marketing unit associated with this study is offered each year in multiple 
campuses both as on campus and off campus modes and attracts around 400 students in each 
semester. An E-learning system (WebCT equivalent) is used as the primary communication 
and learning environment for both modes in addition to face to face interactions with students 
in on campus mode. Given that most of the educational material is supplied through study 
guides and via the E-learning system, poor attendance at lectures and tutorials has become a 
major issue in the management of the unit in on campus mode invariably with some impact on 
the learning and teaching strategies, learning contexts and assessments. For example, less face 
to face contact with and among students has reduced opportunities for the application of 
different learning strategies and contexts. Part of the problem appears to be that most of the 
students enrolled as on-campus students work either full time or part-time and prefer to 
minimise their attendance at lectures and tutorials, which is not compulsory to successfully 
complete the unit.   This study has used tutorial classes conducted each week as the learning 





The study was conducted in two stages using both qualitative and quantitative approaches. In 
the first stage, the revised R-SPQ-2F questionnaire was administered in tutorial classes to 
obtain an insight into the learning approaches of students attending the classes. The selection 
of students was based on convenience sampling and only students volunteering for the study 
was included in the sample. The sample comprised of a total of 28 students. Students were 
asked to rate each of the question on a Likert scale of 1-5, higher rating indicating a positive 
inclination towards a particular study approach. Indices were constructed for each of the study 
approach domains: Deep Approach (DA), Surface Approach (SA), Deep Motive (DM), 
Surface Motive (SM), Deep Strategy (DS), Surface Strategy (DS) followed by T tests of 
means and cross tabulations on Gender, Load (Full/Part time), Mode (On/Off campus) Work 
(whether working or not) type of students (International or Local). The data was analysed 
using SPSS. The second stage comprised of in-depth interviews with seven students who were 
randomly selected to gather data related to a range of issues connected with the learning 
contexts. Each interview lasted for a period between 45 minutes to 1 hour.  In-depth 
interviews assist in uncovering deeper insights into the respondent’s feelings on an issue and 
were considered appropriate for this study in extracting students’ personal views, and 





Results indicated that there were no significant differences among students in regard to the 
study approach domains except for minor variation related to specific questions. The analysis 
of responses to items as shown in table 1 however provides insight into some of the 
differences. It shows the percentage of students’ broad study orientations and the measured 
variables. The results suggest that overall students seem to adopt deep learning than surface 
learning though they differ in terms of the learning contexts. For example 57.1% of students 
show deep learning orientations within the deep approach and surface approach domains 
supported by high positive scores by students in items such as “work hard interesting” (DM), 
“learning provide deep personal satisfaction” (DM), “any topic can be interesting” “self test 
until understand” (DS), “need to form own conclusions” (DS) but seem to differ when action 
is to be taken (strategy). The deviations in deep approach are in items: “come to class with 
questions” (DM), “do suggested readings” (DS), “use free time in interesting topics” (DS). In 
  
the case of surface approach, only in the item “no point in learning what is not examined (SM 
and SS), “try to remember answers to likely questions to pass” (SS) seemed to have majority 
support but interestingly “learning by rote” (SS) has not received much support. It is however 
clear that surface learning is used as a strategy when required which supports our contention 
that student learning orientations differ according to the tasks and the learning context. 
 
Table 1: 
Deep approach Rarely/Sometimes 50-100%
Average 42.9 57.1 
 
Deep motivation Rarely/Sometimes 50-100%
Work hard interesting 21.5 78.5 
Deep personal satisfaction 25.0 75.0 
Any topic can be interesting 35.7 64.3 
Exciting as a good book or movie 36.4 63.6 
Come to class with questions 53.3 46.7 
Average 34.4 65.6 
 
Deep strategy Rarely/Sometimes 50-100% 
Test self until understand 21.5 78.5 
Need to form own conclusions 39.1 60.9 
New topics interesting and spend more time 57.1 42.9 
Do suggested readings 60.7 39.3 
Use free time on interesting topics 78.6 21.4 
Average 51.4 48.6 
 
Surface approach Rarely/Sometimes 50-100%
Average 42.9 57.1 
 
Surface motivation Rarely/Sometimes 50-100% 
Little work as possible to pass 68.5 31.5 
Not helpful to study topics in depth 67.9 32.1 
Course not interesting do minimum work 64.3 35.7 
Can get by memorising key sections 60.7 29.3 
No point in learning material not examined 46.4 53.6 
Average 61.6 38.4 
 
Surface Strategy Rarely/Sometimes 50-100% 
Shouldn't study non examinable material 64.3 35.7 
Do what is set no extra 50.0 50.0 
Try to remember answers to likely questions to pass 46.4 53.6 
Some by rote 42.9 57.1 
Only study what is given out in class 36.5 63.5 
Average 48.0 52.0 
 
The cross tabulation of data has revealed some differences as outlined below: 
• Little work as possible to pass:  higher for international (SM) 
• Not helpful to study topics in depth males higher, higher off campus (SM) 
• Do what is set no extra: higher for international (SS) 
  
• No point in learning material not examined: higher for international (SS) 
• Course not interesting do minimum work: Type of course, higher off campus (SS) 
• Only study what is given out in class, higher full time (SS) 
 
The findings on international students did not support fully Biggs’s (2003) finding that Asian 
students are ‘deeper’ learners than western students. This study, however, indicated that both 
local and international students face similar problems in learning and students appear to use 
both deep and surface approaches depending on the learning task and the environment. The 
feedback of the in-depth interviews, in particular supported the key finding that students use 
of both deep and surface learning depending on the task. For example, memorising for online 
tests and exam was considered necessary while there was agreement on the importance of 
understanding of concepts and material for learning. While significant differences were found 
in the type of course among surface learners no significant differences were found among 
type of students, stage of course, gender, age, mode of study, load or work. The other key 
messages were that all students found tutorials extremely important for their learning and the 
unit being useful for their future careers.  
 
 
Conclusions and implications 
 
The study was of an exploratory nature focussed on analysing the learning approaches of 
students and to identify opportunities for improvements in the delivery of the unit. The 
quantitative results indicated varying approaches but orientation appeared to be more inclined 
towards deep learning. There was high awareness and appreciation of the value of tutorials 
and the tasks involved in tutorials though students expressed reservations on some assessment 
tasks and the functionality of e-learning system as a central learning environment. The 
outcomes of the study consolidated the importance of revisions to the delivery of the unit in 
order to provide opportunities to apply theory into practice. To this end, a number of revisions 
were introduced to the study material and the assessments. These included project work 
comprising case study analysis and preparation of a research proposal, enhancements to the 
study material and progressive assessments and the introduction of a CD-Rom encompassing 
the study guide and video clips; latter to be used as part of the assessments. In order to satisfy 
the differing approaches (deep/surface) the number of online tests were increased from two to 
four thus allowing students to revise study material more regularly. With the aim of providing 
different learning contexts, tutorial workshops in e-learning system were introduced with the 
ability to vary the content depending on circumstances.   
  
 
Limitations and future research 
 
While this inquiry has its merits in terms of identifying differences in study approaches of 
students and students’ perceptions on learning contexts in a tutorial environment and their 
impact on their learning, the small sample size and the focus of the inquiry on one single unit 
would have an effect on the replicability and generalisation of its findings to all learning 
contexts.  It was clear however that the qualitative investigation supported the aims and 
objectives of the inquiry with clear directions in regard to the possible revisions on the 
delivery of the unit. Future research should ideally focus on cultural effects on learning 
approaches and how far learning contexts influence greater adaptation of learning styles of 
students. It would also be worthwhile to consider developing an instrument which can provide 
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